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Decolonizing the Smithsonian: Museums as Microcosms of Political Encounter 
By the 1940s, the collections and displays of the Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum 
of Natural History (NMNH) had been thoroughly infiltrated by European imperialism.1 The 
majority of Asian and African material accessioned since the founding of the institution in 
1846 had been donated by travellers working in association with the expansion of the great 
colonial powers. The transformation of European museums displaying ‘other’ cultures during 
decolonization is a growing concern in the study both of the ‘end of empire’ and of museums, 
yet museums of non-European cultures on the other side of the Atlantic were also required to 
negotiate political change at this time.2 Despite the increasing scholarly emphasis on the role 
of the United States in the decolonization of European empires, important questions remain 
about how the US framed the ‘imperial’ collections of its national museum between 1950 and 
1970.3 How, we might ask, were cultural arenas like museums active in decolonization and 
what was the interaction between US collections and the collapse of empire in a political and 
intellectual milieu which appeared to lean towards democracy and anti-colonialism?  
At the level of strategic and economic policy, the US held a highly complex position 
on European imperial endeavors. Despite the American ‘ideological distaste’ for mid-century 
European imperialism, it is now well known that the US acted as a ‘sleeping partner’ in the 
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British and French empires at certain points in this period, and that as the Cold War 
progressed, the American government had an active interest in creating stability and 
ideological alignment across Europe’s languishing empires.4 Certainly, US strategic and 
economic interests in Asia, the Middle East and Africa would shape the course of global 
politics at this time and take on a decidedly imperial character as they developed. Thus, as 
they built their independence, the former European colonies would have to negotiate with the 
economic influence and global strategic interests of this new superpower.  
The important if ambivalent role of museums in empire building has already been 
explored, but despite our increasingly nuanced understanding of the ‘end of empire’, 
scholarly perceptions of the museum during the high point of political decolonization remain 
limited.5 Often, anthropology museums of this period have been framed as static sites, 
paralyzed by their embarrassing links to imperialism. According to some scholarship, as 
empire crumbled, museums ‘languished’.6 But re-examining the relationship between 
Western museums and the end of empire in the middle years of the twentieth century 
provides a valuable opportunity to examine both decolonization as a process and the impact 
of cultural forms on the political sphere. Museums are products but also agents of social and 
political change; they are influential in practices of identity formation, political negotiation 
and economic development.7 During the middle years of the twentieth century, such 
institutions were key sites for actors of the time, present as arenas for trialing and enacting 
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forms of anti-colonial resistance, independence, decolonization and neo-colonialism.8 Indeed, 
in the case of the Smithsonian Institution, museum staff, anthropologists, and government 
officials in the US, Asia and Africa saw strategies of display and acquisition as a way to 
affect, mediate and come to terms with wider political change.9 Matthew Connelly has 
argued that historians must move beyond the public record to make Western elites as well as 
subalterns ‘speak’.10 Arguably, hidden in the display cases, exhibition plans, and 
correspondence of the curators at the NMNH, is evidence of how decolonization was lived 
and enacted beyond ‘flag independence’ and constitutional reform in both metropole and (ex-
)colony. Here, museum archives provide insight into broader political and cultural histories.  
Much has been written about how, since 1980, museum practice has transformed as a 
result of decolonization in Asia and Africa, the Civil Rights movement in the US, and First 
Nations’ campaigns for equality in New Zealand, Australia and North America.11 However, 
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even before this period, US museums were required to respond to global reframing and 
government approaches to decolonization. There is, of course, scope to examine the 
Smithsonian’s policy in relation to the colonial history of the US: representations of the 
Pacific featured heavily in the remodeling of the museum, and William Walker has shown 
how the display of Native Americans at the Smithsonian glossed over complex histories of 
genocide and cultural change.12 However, in a bid to engage with the transnational histories 
of decolonization, it is pertinent to examine how the national collection responded to the 
political shifts of the former European empires, and how the new world role of the US was 
revealed through museum practices. The reconstruction of the Asia and Africa galleries at the 
NMNH between 1959 and 1967 has particular potential to shed light on this ambivalence 
while the exhibits relating to India, Pakistan, and southern Africa merit particular attention 
because of both the rich source material available, and the importance of these areas in the 
history of anthropology, Cold War politics and decolonization. In engaging simultaneously 
with these macro-histories of formal, political decolonization and the micro-histories of 
individual museums, it is possible to shed light on both the cultural dynamics of the end of 
empire, and the ambivalent experiences of the institutions that tried to follow them. 
Decolonization is, of course, a contested term.13 Increasingly, its triumphant guise as 
a mid-century, finite moment rooted in ‘flag independence’ and its relationship to the realm 
of high politics has been displaced. Recent historiography has defined decolonization as 
inclusive of formal acts of withdrawal from the colonies, but also acknowledges the impact 
of anti-colonial struggles and neo-colonial models of ‘freedom’, as well pointing to the social 
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processes of re-imagining and practicing European, American and colonial lives after 
empire.14 Yet the relationship between the ‘decolonization’ of the world map and the 
‘decolonization’ of museum practice demands further investigation. Museums have often 
been deemed political entities, but rarely are they mapped precisely onto political shifts; the 
case of the Smithsonian sheds light on relations between the two.  
*********** 
After World War II NMNH progressed with a major redevelopment program, with twenty-
two new galleries opening between 1954 and 1967.15 Relatively late in the planning process, 
in 1958 and 1959, two new associate curators with specialisms in Asian and African cultures 
were appointed. Eugene Knez was assigned responsibility for NMNH’s Asian collections and 
Gordon D. Gibson was appointed to care for the African material. Knez came to the museum 
with a recent doctorate in the anthropology of Korea from the Maxwell School of Citizenship 
and Public Affairs at Syracuse University. Born in Indiana, he had been posted in East Asia 
during the war and directed the US Army’s Bureau of Culture in Korea between 1945 and 
1946. From 1949 to 1953, he worked for the federal government, first in cultural and public 
affairs at the American embassies in Korea and Japan, and then as chief of branch operations 
for the United States Information Service (USIS) in Korea.16 Gibson was raised in California 
and had read anthropology at undergraduate and postgraduate level at the University of 
Chicago, conducting his major fieldwork on the social organization of the Herero and Himba 
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peoples of southern Africa in 1953. Prior to his appointment at NMNH, he taught 
anthropology at the University of Utah.17  
Upon their arrival in Washington, both men were expected to begin plans for major 
new galleries. The ‘Cultures of the Pacific and Asia’ gallery curated by Knez and the 
museum’s curator of the Pacific, Saul Reisenberg, was inaugurated in June 1962, and the 
‘Cultures of Africa and East Asia’ gallery, curated by Gibson and Knez, opened in August 
1967. These galleries would necessarily respond to a world in which many of the countries 
portrayed were undergoing major political shifts and social and economic changes. How they 
did so would depend on the approaches and perceptions of the actors involved, and the 
perceived and actual constitutional and socio-economic status of the countries depicted. 
Shifts in US museum practice across the twentieth century were driven by a number 
of important factors: in the last years of the nineteenth century, the anthropologist Franz Boas 
had already made persuasive arguments discrediting the evolutionary display paradigm 
inspired by the natural sciences and commonly used in Europe and the US.18 Prior to the 
interventions of Boas, as well as other anthropologists and funding bodies, most museums of 
non-European cultures subjected their collections to classificatory schema based on the 
assumption that all historical and contemporary human cultures could be positioned on a 
hierarchical, racial scale of social ‘progress’ beginning in ‘savagery’, passing through 
‘barbarism’, and culminating in an industrialized ‘civilization’ which typically reflected 
Anglo-American middle-class values.19 But for Boas, cross-cultural comparison could not 
reveal the ‘inherent truths’ of individual societies. He argued for the use of cultural relativism 
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in display practices and in anthropology more generally, calling for an appreciation of the 
‘native point of view’ on how objects were used, suggesting that museums should focus on 
social meaning rather than form and categorization.20 Boas was also the first museum 
anthropologist to evoke the word ‘beauty’ as a descriptor for the material cultures of African, 
First Nation and Polynesian societies.21 This, combined with the influence of the European 
Primitivist artists and dealers who mined the creativity of the apparently primordial and 
savage ‘other’ to support their anti-bourgeois projects, had, by the early years of the 
twentieth century, created a taxonomic shift whereby non-Western material culture could be 
seen as ‘art’ as well as ‘artifact’: natural history museums would still display the material 
culture and peoples of Africa, Asia, Oceania and the Americas as ‘living fossils’ alongside 
(and synonymous with) exotic flora and fauna, but, as the twentieth century progressed, they 
would compete with, and draw inspiration from, museums of ‘primitive’ or ‘Oriental art’.22  
Boasian contextualism, the wider formalist appreciation of aesthetics, and a continued 
insistence on equating ‘other’ cultures with natural history, would all infuse the curatorial 
approach to the ethnological collections at NMNH in the middle years of the twentieth 
century. Anthropological functionalism – the mode of analysis that emphasized processes of 
religion, kinship, and social networks, and which prioritized the long-term study of 
individual communities as organic, bounded entities – also began to permeate the museum’s 
displays during this period. The ‘poetics and politics’ of exhibiting ‘other’ cultures have been 
closely analyzed over the last thirty years: the imposition of Eurocentric aesthetic and social 
ideals on objects from Africa, Asia and the Pacific, the value judgments inherent in hosting 
such objects in museums dedicated either to science or art, and the use of text labels, lighting, 
vitrines and architecture as discursive apparatus to construct naturalized narratives, have all 
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been subject to rigorous criticism, and recognized for their ideological and political 
potency.23 Such considerations infuse much of what I have to say, but attention must also be 
paid to another form of ‘politics’. Was it simply these developments in museum 
anthropology that dictated the new displays and curatorial approaches at the NMNH, or were 
other forces at play?  
********** 
Almost as soon as Eugene Knez was appointed in 1959, he began planning an expedition to 
gather new material for the planned Asia galleries at the NMNH. The Asian collections 
housed by the Smithsonian prior to his arrival were limited to minor collections of 
unsolicited material and typically included unsystematic selections of objects amassed by 
American missionaries or British figures with a connection to the US. Knez had a clear 
program of collecting in mind that actively contrasted with this past. In his own practice, and 
in advice to his contacts, he sought ‘comprehensive’ sets of objects that would ‘depict 
particular patterns of behavior’, rather than ‘luxury items for the well-to-do’.24 In October 
1960, Knez left Washington, arriving in Pakistan and travelling through India, Burma, 
Malaysia, Thailand, South Vietnam, Cambodia, Hong Kong, Taiwan, South Korea, and 
Japan, eventually returning to the US in January 1961. In each location he gathered new 
material, assisted by experts on the ground who were able to preassemble material for his 
perusal, or point him in the direction of key suppliers. Within eighteen months of his return, 
in collaboration with designer Dorothy Guthrie and other staff in the Smithsonian’s Office of 
Exhibits, Knez had put together over thirty cases of material for display. These cases were 
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typically wall-mounted cabinets dedicated to specific types of objects from broad 
geographical regions such as ‘Basketry from India and Pakistan’ (Figure 1) or ‘Thai 
Craftwork’. Others focused on an entire culture or theme, as in the case of ‘Cambodia: The 
Khmer Culture’ or ‘Buddhism in Laos’. The wall cases incorporated certain modernist 
display tropes, exhibiting limited numbers of objects on a plain, often white, background in 
order to emphasize the aesthetics or formal construction of individual pieces, though here, 
and in the Africa galleries, modernist paradigms were also ruptured by extensive text and 
photographs that were used to contextualize the objects in specific ways. The wall cases were 
punctuated with maps, three-dimensional dioramas intended to evoke the objects’ original 
context and use (see Figure 4), and stand-alone spectacular pieces, such as a Kathakali 
dancing figure from Kerala (Figure 2). Material from China, Tibet, Nepal, Iran, Korea and 
Japan was located with the African displays in Hall 7; India, Pakistan, Malaya, Cambodia, 
Laos and Thailand were represented in Hall 8 with the Pacific material. 
<FIG. 1 and FIG. 2 NEAR HERE> 
 Prior to his arrival at the Smithsonian, Knez had worked for the US Army and 
Department of State in Korea and Japan. While in Korea, his empathy for and expertise in 
Korean cultural heritage grew: he was involved in the founding of the National Museum of 
Anthropology in 1946 and later assisted the director of the National Museum of Korea in 
saving their collections in the face of North Korean attack, coordinating the shipping of the 
museum’s collections from Seoul to Pusan. He eventually married Jiae Choi, a highly 
regarded Korean actress.25 These earlier professional and personal experiences seem to have 
influenced his curatorial practice in significant ways. In his approach to collecting, for 
example, Knez was remarkable amongst museum anthropologists of his time in his desire to 
move beyond the common cultural stereotypes of Asian countries as traditional and static 
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idylls to be preserved by Western experts for Western audiences.26 In communications with 
colleagues over his plans for the display of India, for example, he described his desire ‘to 
present the complexity of Indian life today’ and the need to move beyond the ‘unfortunate 
rubric’ of an over-arching ‘“Indian tribal culture”’.27 One of his exhibits celebrated a long list 
of technical innovations, flora and fauna, and major religions, as ‘Asian Contributions to 
Western Civilization’. 
 Significantly, Knez was intent on incorporating the perspectives, advice and 
directions of scholars and officials from across Asia into his museum’s displays and object 
documentation. His papers are full of correspondence with embassies, universities, museums 
and other organizations containing requests for assistance and opinions, and the resultant 
displays bear the mark of genuine collaboration on a number of occasions. In India, Ajit 
Mookerjee, Director of the National Handicrafts and Handlooms Museum in New Delhi, 
acted as Knez’s companion throughout his entire collecting trip, brokering deals, suggesting 
appropriate materials and commenting on the quality of objects. Knez spent much time after 
his return from Asia desperately trying to raise the funds to appoint Mookerjee as a 
consultant to the galleries. Even after the opportunity had passed, his concerns to engage his 
friend’s services and approval persisted: ‘I do hope that when you eventually see the exhibits 
here that you will not be too disappointed in my creative efforts’, he wrote.28  
                                                
26 By way of comparison, see the program of William Archer, Keeper of the Indian Section at the Victoria and 
Albert Museum in London, in which industrial samples were deaccessioned from the collection in order to 
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Partha Mitter, “The Imperial Collections: Indian Art,” in Malcolm Baker and Brenda Richardson, eds, A Grand 
Design: The Art of the Victoria and Albert Museum (New York, 1997), 222-29, here 228). Stella Kramrisch’s 
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has been described as ‘erasing historical, cultural, and regional differences [and] any elements of change or 
conflict’ (Katherine F. Hacker, “Displaying a Tribal Imaginary: Known and Unknown India,” Museum 
Anthropology 23, no. 3 (2000), 2-25, here 16.  
27 Correspondence from E. Knez to L.R. Sethi, Cultural Attaché, Embassy of India, Washington DC, n.d. 
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Elsewhere, he discussed possible themes in person with L.R. Sethi and A.B. 
Chandiramani, the cultural attachés to the Indian Embassy in Washington, sending floor 
plans to them for approval; he also worked closely with S.A. Naqvi and other staff at the 
National Museum of Pakistan in Karachi on the development of the Pakistan exhibits.29 It 
was Naqvi who initially suggested that Sindh should be explored in the Smithsonian’s 
Pakistan displays (as it was in due course), sending Knez a design for a Sindhi courtyard. 
This eventually provided the direct inspiration for the final diorama of a Sindhi house at 
NMNH (see Figure 3 and Figure 4). 
<FIG. 3 and FIG. 4 NEAR HERE> 
Although it is not known whether his Indian or Pakistani contacts objected to their 
countries’ heritages being conflated into joint exhibits after partition at this time of 
heightened political tension (see shared exhibits on ‘folk jewelry’, ‘religious architecture’ 
and textiles), it is nevertheless clear that Knez had a sincere desire to collaborate with them, 
and keenly respected the expertise of his peers on the subcontinent. The incorporation of the 
perspectives and voices of producers and their descendants into museum displays has been 
lauded as one of the key elements of a ‘decolonized’ or post-colonial museum practice of the 
twenty-first century. Here we see Knez championing it in an earlier era.30 
 
******** 
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The ‘decolonization of museum practice’ is well defined in Museum Studies. Christina Kreps 
has summarized it as ‘acknowledging the historical, colonial contingencies under which 
collections were acquired; revealing Eurocentric ideology and biases in the Western museum 
concept, discourse and practice; [and] acknowledging and including diverse voices and 
multiple perspectives’.31 Yet while Knez seems to have precociously embraced some 
elements of this mode of decolonizing, it is also pertinent to examine the relationship 
between his practice and the wider decolonization of European empires. In fact, Knez’s 
actions, and indeed those of his Asian colleagues, were closely related to the constitutional, 
economic and strategic shifts of all the nations concerned. In a number of cases, museum 
practice engaged directly with political frameworks. 
Knez’s papers reveal a well-honed understanding of American propaganda 
requirements and techniques, presumably developed during his earlier employment with the 
Department of State. This expertise was put to good use in his engagements at the NMNH, 
both with his own government and the Asian governments with which he worked. He was 
clearly aware of the political sensitivities of anthropology as a discipline in the global 
political climate of the time, specifically warning colleagues that ‘certain foreign 
governmental agencies do not regard anthropological research as singly basic scientific 
investigations but attribute to such research a political sensitivity or even consider it to be a 
type of intelligence activity’.32 Understanding that emerging governments across the world 
were ‘increasingly concerned as to how their way of life is represented in a world capital 
such as Washington’, he fostered connections between the museum and the local Embassy of 
India, for example, by promising that their collaboration on the NMNH exhibitions would 
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‘undoubtedly contribute much toward an understanding of India among Americans’.33 In 
communications with the US Department of State’s Bureau of Educational and Cultural 
Affairs he argued that working with South Asians to ‘reassert their own ethnic heritage’ (as 
he presumably felt he was doing through his own projects) was ‘one method to implement a 
genuine cultural exchange, a two-way street and possibly encourage them to treat our values 
sympathetically.’34 Equally, the State Department also drew on the museum, using Knez’s 
expertise in preparation for the President of India’s state visit in 1963 and borrowing 
appropriate collections ‘for an exhibit to honor the arrival of the king and queen of Siam’ in 
1967.35 The United States Information Agency (USIA) featured the new galleries in 
programs for broadcast in Burma, India and Pakistan on at least two occasions, each time 
highlighting the close cooperation between the US and the country concerned and shrewdly 
presenting the relevant country’s material culture as the pinnacle of the museum’s 
collection.36  
Indeed, it is particularly in the case of India and Pakistan that the complex 
relationship between the ‘imperialism’ of US foreign policy and the decolonization of the 
Smithsonian becomes evident. In the three years between Knez’s appointment and the 
opening of the Asia gallery in 1962 there had been a decisive shift in American strategic 
thinking towards the emerging nations of the subcontinent. Robert McMahon has examined 
the ways in which India and Pakistan became ‘intense objects of superpower competition’ 
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after the mid-1950s: paranoid about the ability of the Soviet Union and China to capitalize on 
the political instability, economic distress and social chaos of the ‘periphery’, both the 
Eisenhower and Kennedy administrations made economic aid packages to India and Pakistan 
‘a centerpiece’ of their foreign policy.37  
Almost in parallel with these policies, and with little qualification, during the 
planning of his collecting trip in February 1960 Knez seemed primarily concerned with India, 
despite his own specialism in Korean cultures. In a letter to the cultural attaché of the Indian 
Embassy, Knez stressed how it was ‘singularly appropriate to have a sensitive interpretation 
of current Indian culture in the National Museum, as expression of the American interest in 
Indian achievements and aspirations.’38 Especially in his concern with the economic 
developments of the subcontinent, Knez fortuitously met the demands of US policy which 
required that India and Pakistan be projected as successful, stable and modernizing 
democratic nation states.39 In stark contrast to most museum displays of the time, which 
tended to discard the material evidence of modernity and cross-cultural encounters as proof 
of social ‘impurity’ and ‘corruption’ (as opposed to cultural dynamism), Knez was keen to 
demonstrate the contemporary, urban and modernizing nature of many communities and 
nations across Asia.40 In August 1959, he contacted the embassies in the US of India and 
Pakistan, amongst others, to request ‘illustrated trade catalogs used in your domestic and 
export markets’ and ‘photographs and slides of contemporary urban and rural scenes’ for 
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reference in developing the new displays.41 For his case of historic ‘Oriental arms and armor’, 
Knez contacted the military attachés to Washington of both India and Pakistan, asking for ‘a 
photograph of your armed forces showing the use of modern up-to-date weapons’.42 Such 
images acted as indicators of the successful ‘modernization’ of these countries and, given 
that the Pakistani weapons were presumably US-supplied, stood as clear evidence of 
collaboration between Pakistan and the superpower.  
In Pakistan, especially, US concerns for economic stability and political sway aligned 
closely with the practicalities of Knez’s collecting strategy. Knez regularly drew on 
personnel in US embassies abroad and foreign embassies in Washington to develop contacts 
and to smooth shipping and currency difficulties, but his new collection from Pakistan was 
actually assembled by USAID personnel based in Karachi, at the very moment that this 
government agency was attempting to counteract Communist encroachment through its 
development programs in education, infrastructure and healthcare. Ethel-Jane Bunting of 
USAID acted as one of Knez’s key contacts in Pakistan, collecting material herself, and 
brokering the curator’s connections with officials working in the government’s Department 
of Archaeology and in the University of Sindh, many of whom would be instrumental in 
developing the Smithsonian’s collections.43 Anthropologists outside museums, funded by the 
Ford, Carnegie and Rockefeller foundations, and influenced by modernization theorists such 
as Max Millikan and Walt Rostow, had by this time come to engage with these issues: area 
studies and international studies programs were actively harnessed to inform federal 
government policies which aimed to promote capitalist modernity and stability in countries 
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where the Communist threat loomed.44 But where museum displays are assumed to have 
been divorced from the academic and applied anthropology of the period, wedded instead to 
an increasingly outmoded functionalist paradigm, we see that in Knez’s work, applied 
anthropology and museum work seem closely aligned. 
Another explicit link between museum practice and US government involvement in 
European imperial collapse emerged in the NMNH’s display of Southeast Asia. Although 
Knez’s visit to South Vietnam during his collecting tour was brief, and the region did not 
feature in the NMNH’s new permanent galleries, a temporary show of ‘The Art and 
Archaeology of Viet Nam’ was exhibited at the NMNH in 1960. A collaborative project led 
by the Department of National Education in South Vietnam and the Smithsonian Institution 
in the US, the exhibition was described in the Smithsonian’s press release as being part of the 
US government’s effort ‘to promote learning and the exchange of knowledge with friendly 
oriental peoples’.45 Indeed, the US Navy, USIA, Voice of America and the State 
Department’s Division of South East Asian Affairs were all involved in the practicalities of 
staging the exhibition, while President Eisenhower, Vice-President Nixon, Secretary of State 
Herter, and the chairmen of both the Senate and the House Foreign Relations Committees 
were all members of the exhibition’s ‘Committee of Honorary Patrons’.46 Precisely aligned 
with US government interests in expunging Communist forces in the region, the exhibition 
focused on southern Vietnam’s ‘ancient, deeply rooted, indigenous culture’, drawing on the 
disciplines of archaeology, linguistics and anthropology to emphasize a venerable heritage 
for South Vietnam that explicitly excluded Chinese influence.47 Although the exhibition itself 
was organized by staff at the Smithsonian’s National Collection of Fine Arts, it was Knez 
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who corresponded with representatives at the Embassy of Vietnam to secure some of the 
exhibits for the NMNH’s permanent collection.48 
Mapping the NMNH’s practice onto the global picture of the Cold War reveals how 
strategic frameworks opened particular doors for Knez, and shaped his practices in specific 
ways. The Smithsonian is approximately 65% federally funded, and has included the Chief 
Justice, the Vice-President of the US, three senators and three congressmen on its Board of 
Regents since its inception. The direct, practical impact of these political interests on Knez’s 
daily work is likely to have been minimal,49 yet the Smithsonian was a government agency, 
using the same infrastructure as other government interests at this time. Indeed, the curator’s 
requirements and intended narratives successfully matched the political intentions of the US 
government. In the case of the Asia galleries, despite Knez’s remarkably postcolonial attitude 
on paper, in other ways his practice provides an intriguing mirror of the ‘imperialism of 
decolonization’.  
However, as Mark Bradley has argued, our focus on the Cold War tends to ‘obscure 
the significance of transnational postcolonial visions in the global South that imagined a 
world apart both from the bipolar international system and from the imperial order.’50 It was 
not just the US government and Knez that courted agents in South and Southeast Asia; the 
reverse was also true. As Matthew Masur notes, the ‘Art and Archaeology of Viet Nam’ 
exhibition discussed above was also part of President Ngo Dinh Diem’s agenda to promote 
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his South Vietnam as an independent, modern nation state abroad.51 In the case of India and 
Pakistan, cultural, educational and press attachés, as well as academics and museum 
professionals, were equally keen to present their new nations to an American audience. As 
noted, the Washington-based Pakistani and Indian representatives took a particular interest in 
gallery developments, and officials working for these countries’ new national institutions 
pressed for particular themes to be exhibited in the Smithsonian displays, participating 
closely in the development of the collections. In India, Nehru’s government donated 
Rs15,000 towards the purchasing of materials for the museum and provided Knez with the 
expert assistance of Mookerjee (the Director of the National Handicrafts and Handlooms 
Museum) for the duration of his collecting trip. Indeed, while Knez clearly had particular 
ideas for the gallery, in the end, under Mookerjee’s influence, the collections amassed took a 
distinctly nationalist turn.  
Art and craft in India had long been harnessed for nationalist purposes: khadi (home-
spun cloth), ancient Indian art and adivasi or ‘tribal’ cultural outputs were all used before and 
after independence in the construction of a proud, eternal and unified Indian nation.52 Just as 
Mookerjee and his supervisors in the Ministry of Commerce and Industry imagined the 
National Handicrafts and Handlooms Museum as a space to promote and preserve 
independent India’s indigenous craft traditions and rising economic trajectory, the selection 
of modern craft that Mookerjee amassed for the Smithsonian promoted a similar message.53 
The pata (cloth painting) of Jagganath Temple included in the Government of India’s 
donation (accession number 240189), for instance, is a classic example of the kind of ‘folk 
                                                
51 Matthew Masur, “Exhibiting Signs of Resistance: South Vietnam’s Struggle for Legitimacy, 1954–1960,” 
Diplomatic History 33, no. 2 (2009), 293-313, here 298. 
52 See, for example, Tapati Guha-Thakurta, The Making of New “Indian” Art: Artists, Aesthetics and 
Nationalism in Bengal, c. 1850-1920 (Cambridge, 1992); Tapati Guha-Thakurta, Monuments, Objects, 
Histories: Institutions of Art in Colonial and Postcolonial India (New York, 2004); Abigail McGowan, Crafting 
the Nation in Colonial India (New York, 2009). 
53 On the National Handicrafts and Handlooms Museum, see Paul Greenough, “Nation, Economy, Tradition 
Displayed: The Indian Crafts Museum, New Delhi,” in Carol A. Breckenridge, ed., Consuming Modernity: 
Public Culture in a South Asian World (Minneapolis, 1995). 
Claire Wintle, ‘Decolonizing the Smithsonian: Museums as Microcosms of Political 
Encounter’, American Historical Review, 121(4), 2016, forthcoming. 
 19 
craft’ that the famed nationalist artist Nandalal Bose (and others) drew upon to express anti-
colonial cultural ambitions in the late 1920s.54 In addition to this tangible focus on India’s 
craft revival, one of the exhibits of the gallery was a pairing of reproduction Shiva and 
Parvati bronze sculptures (Figure 5). Billed as ‘modern sculpture in the traditional manner’, 
these brass images in the Chola style can be inserted directly into the nationalist narratives of 
Indian art history developed on the eve of independence.55 Tapati Guha-Thakurta has 
outlined the way in which this particular sculptural tradition was used as an emblem of the 
nationalist movement by Indian elites across the twentieth century: similar pieces were held 
up by historians of Indian art such as A.K. Coomaraswamy and Pramod Chandra as 
receptacles of a religious and spiritual ‘psyche’ unique to India, and pictured as repositories 
of the imagined spirit of the historic, united Indian people.56 In a related way, it can be 
argued that the positioning of comparable material, purchased with funds by a newly 
independent Indian government and selected by Mookerjee, also acted to assert Indian 
nationalism in the American museum. Accordingly, the Asia galleries at the NMNH provide 
a nexus for a variety of political and strategic interests during this period. In their planning 
and in their presentation, we can see the post-colonial attitudes of Knez, the Cold War 
‘imperialism’ of his government, and, conversely, the nationalist identities of the countries 
involved. 
<FIG. 5 NEAR HERE> 
********* 
Significantly, the African galleries curated by Gordon D. Gibson followed a markedly 
different pattern from the narrative detailed above. Both in the decolonization of the African 
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collections and displays, and in the curatorial engagement with the high politics of 
decolonization, the circumstances of independence in different African countries and the 
specificity of US approaches to African nationalism and European colonialism across Africa 
came into play. 
 Despite their almost coterminous appointments, Gibson had a different point of 
departure from Knez. Parts of the Smithsonian’s African collections were already well 
developed by the 1950s: small, miscellaneous sets of objects from most African countries 
donated by missionaries and travellers had been augmented by a major donation of 2,700 
objects from the Congo by the British artist and collector Herbert Ward in 1921.57 
Participating in Henry Morton Stanley’s ‘Emin Pasha Relief Expedition’ between 1886 and 
1889, Ward was, as Mary Jo Arnoldi describes, ‘a man firmly embedded in Victorian 
attitudes about the “other”.’58 Ward also donated a selection of his own fine art sculptures of 
Congolese people modeled in Paris and based on sketches produced whilst in the field. These 
over-life-size, realist bronze figures were couched in the romantic, Orientalist visual 
language of the late-nineteenth-century European art academies and portrayed their African 
subjects as superstitious, infantile and exotic.59 By 1959, these collections, combined with 
choice dioramas and single figures to indicate racial ‘types’, had already been the subject of a 
long-standing exhibition later described by Curtis Hinsley as one that ‘served rather than 
questioned the superiority of Victorian American culture’.60 
But despite (or perhaps because of) this legacy, Gibson’s approach to the new 
‘Cultures of Africa’ gallery did not compare with Knez’s postcolonial attitude. As Arnoldi 
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suggests, here ‘the overwhelming message created was an Africa outside of time’, ‘closely 
related to the primitivist paradigm of the earlier ethnology displays.’61 Like the Asia exhibits, 
the African collections, drawn from across the continent, were displayed in wall cases and 
dioramas and accompanied by large text and image panels; displays covered either a 
particular type of object from a specific region (‘Weapons, Central Africa’; ‘Clothing, 
Madagascar’) or broader themes, such as ‘Political authority’ and ‘Markets and money’. Yet, 
despite the famed focus of his alma mater – the University of Chicago – on urban 
anthropology and sociology during this period, this theme was essentially absent in the 
galleries and Gibson seems to have taken a fairly traditional approach, largely depicting 
Africa as a rural, static and archaic unit. Important exceptions were to be found in exhibits 
such as ‘Views of Africa’, which presented ‘dozens of pictures of modern cities, industries, 
schools, and commercial enterprises from all parts of the continent’ on a screen in order ‘to 
counter the impression that all African culture is at a primitive level’.62 However, in the main 
these nods to new themes in anthropological research were lost within an overarching focus 
on the pastoral, untouched African engaged in ‘typical activities’ and bound to their 
environment.  
Case 10, which contained a diorama of an iron smelter in ‘Northern Cameroons’, was 
representative of the new exhibits that Gibson developed: despite being designed to ‘call 
attention to the importance of iron metallurgy’ in the region, the exhibit explicitly contrasted 
this limited ‘advancement’ with other African cultures ‘which otherwise may be 
technologically less advanced.’63 The instruction to the designers John Weaver, Robert 
Caffney and Peter de Anna was that this ‘technological contrast [between levels of 
development] is to be conveyed by the painted background showing grass-roofed huts and 
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scantily clothed people’, presumably present as convenient markers of pre-industrial life and 
savagery.64 Rather than renouncing Ward’s legacy (recognized as problematic even at the 
time), Gibson had further sculptures based on the artist’s original sketches produced (see 
Figure 6). Revealingly, when Leon Siroto of Chicago’s Natural History Museum responded 
to drafts of Gibson’s text for the NMNH’s Fang exhibit by suggesting that a number of 
objects on display had ‘been abandoned for some time’ and that ‘the use of the “ethnographic 
present” tense in your labels could offend Gabonese and Camerounians’, Gibson responded 
cautiously to this suggestion that he avoid describing his subjects as ahistorical, explaining 
that the museum preferred ‘if possible to keep the tense constant for all items in one 
exhibit’.65 In 1964, he wrote to Max Gluckman in Manchester, acknowledging that it was 
‘taking license’ to show such a diverse range of masks and costumes as part of a single life 
group about Makishi masquerade practices in Zambia, but claimed that ‘the expert will not 
depend upon a museum display for this kind of information’, while for the general public, ‘it 
is immaterial whether all the figures we exhibit are actually to be seen at one time’.66  
Gibson was well aware of the problems in perception that museum displays could 
cause, worrying that his choice to represent a mode of execution practiced by Yansi groups in 
the Congo would ‘be taken as implying African barbarity’, pressing the designer to make 
clear that this practice had been documented by a reliable source and was based on law 
(presumably a marker of rational conduct).67 However, where these concerns did influence 
his museum practice, some visitors to the NMNH failed to register their impact. An 
examination of the press coverage of the gallery opening provides only partial insight into 
audience reactions, but reveals the limited impact of Gibson’s (and indeed Knez’s) attempts 
                                                
64 Smithsonian Institution Design Brief, Exhibit 10, ‘African Smelter’ file, Box 101, Gibson Papers, NAA.  
65 Correspondence from L. Siroto, Chicago Natural History Museum, to G. Gibson, March 9 and 23, 1965, ‘17 
Fang’ file, Box 101, Gibson Papers, NAA. 
66 Correspondence from G. Gibson, to M. Gluckman, University of Manchester, 27 March, 1964, ‘Rhodes-
Livingstone Museum/Makishi Dance Costumes, 1963-64’ file, Box 101, Gibson Papers, NAA. 
67 Script for Yans execution exhibit, ‘14 – Central Africa – Platform exhibit’ file, Box 101, Gibson Papers, 
NAA. 
Claire Wintle, ‘Decolonizing the Smithsonian: Museums as Microcosms of Political 
Encounter’, American Historical Review, 121(4), 2016, forthcoming. 
 23 
to display modern, civilized nations.68 Tellingly, the Washington Post asked its audience, 
‘Are you titillated by Tantrism, wowed by weapons used by headhunters[,] mystified by 
masks of the spirit world? Then by all means rush to the first floor of the Smithsonian’s 
Museum of Natural History, which last night inaugurated a new section on the traditional 
cultures of African and Asian peoples.’69 The reporter highlighted how the ‘ferocious masks 
and carved figures, … from Central Africa, were an important part of the secret societies’ 
rites’, describing how ‘judge and executioner concealed their identity while they forced 
adherence to tradition with threats of supernatural punishment and pronounced sentences 
after secret trials….’70 As the juxtaposition of the fashionable young American woman and 
the new statue based on Ward’s sketches in the photograph accompanying the article 
demonstrates (Figure 6), the image of the highly sexualized, violent and savage African 
prevailed at the NMNH. 
<FIG. 6 NEAR HERE> 
Like Knez, Gibson also corresponded with experts from the countries with which he 
was concerned and conducted a collecting tour in the early 1960s with the new galleries in 
mind. However, in contrast to Knez’s relationships with Asian scholars and officials, apart 
from his earlier direct contact with the Herero and Himba peoples, Gibson’s consultants were 
primarily white colonials working in museums and governments in African colonial states 
such as Tanganyika, South Africa, Southern Rhodesia, Nigeria, and Kenya.71 His connections 
with the South African government, initially forged during his fieldwork in the region, were 
particularly strong. Staff at the South African Museum in Cape Town, for example, visited 
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the Smithsonian, providing commentary on the collections for Gibson’s reference. He 
worked closely with both this museum and the Department of Bantu Administration in 
South-West Africa on the development of his ‘Bushman’ (/Xam) diorama, asking for advice 
on ‘the true color of Bushman skin’ and ‘the statures and some limb measurements for the 
figures’, as well as purchasing copies of the casts that the South African Museum had used in 
modeling the heads of the figures represented in their own diorama.72 Collections also arrived 
in Washington through these contacts.73  
Gibson’s relationships with black anthropologists and art historians in Northern 
Rhodesia/Zambia were slightly more extensive. In 1966, Barrie Reynolds, the Director of the 
Rhodes-Livingstone Museum and the affiliated Open Air Museum, both in Livingstone, 
arranged for Aaron Mubitana, Keeper of Art, to consider a series of photographs of the 
NMNH’s Makishi masquerade diorama. Mubitana, in consultation with the dancers and 
craftsmen who worked at the museum, expressed himself, via Reynolds, ‘satisfied’, with ‘no 
criticisms to offer.’74 Shabula Mwaanga, Assistant Curator at the Open Air Museum, was 
asked to send details of how certain objects were used; Laban Nyirenda, a scholar affiliated 
with the Ministry of Education in Lusaka, lent Gibson his thesis on Lubale circumcision 
masks.75 One historian of anthropology, Lyn Schumaker, has persuasively argued for the role 
played by indigenous actors in Livingstone during this period, and certainly the Livingstone 
museums had Zambian curators and field collectors who directly impacted on the 
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Smithsonian’s exhibits.76 However, Gibson’s engagement with these individuals was 
brokered throughout by the senior, white figures at the institutions that he approached.  
Gibson was clearly a liberal individual, who dedicated his career to investigating and 
promoting the rich cultures of the African continent. When Gibson’s daughter, Lindon, was 
interviewed for the African-American newspaper Jet (following the racist harassment of her 
Nigerian friend who was studying at Howard University), she mentioned the regularity with 
which her father entertained African-American and African guests (and also how her family 
was forced to move from their Maryland home as a result of neighbors’ complaints 
concerning this matter).77 Yet in Gibson’s professional papers, there is little evidence of these 
relationships. Representatives from the various African embassies attended the gallery 
opening in 1967, and Gibson conducted a cultural affairs officer from the Republic of the 
Congo through the exhibition that year, but no consultation or collaboration seems to have 
emerged as a result.78 Beyond white Africa, his main contacts seem to have been American 
academics and curators, and national museums at the centers of the former European empires. 
He commissioned new models of the British Museum’s collection of Benin brass plaques 
from Nigeria, arranged to have copies of the Musee de l’Homme’s rock paintings from the 
Tassili Mountain region of southern Algeria made, and used the arrangements of pile cloth 
from southern Congo at the Royal Museum for Central Africa, Tervuren, as the inspiration 
for one of his gallery’s designs.79  
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If Gibson’s overarching approach to the decolonization of his collection seems 
divergent from Knez’s display of Asia, certain themes in his professional practice appear to 
correlate with his government’s approaches to the decolonization of Africa. In a case entitled 
‘African Arts – Old and New’ (Figure 7), in which objects ‘showing foreign influence’ 
provided a rare exception to the gallery’s focus on ‘untouched Africa’, Gibson was implicitly 
acknowledging epistemological shifts in the art world that had validated certain forms of 
African culture as ‘art’, yet he was also tapping into the political narratives that this world 
endorsed: the emphasis on the objects’ physical form, for example, conveniently erased their 
social context, including their difficult imperial histories, and the case’s text label, which 
emphasized how longstanding forms of creativity were slowly disappearing while 
‘modernization’ progressed, was entirely in line with the US government’s contemporaneous 
desire to promote gradual, non-revolutionary ‘modernization’ in the region.80  
<FIG. 7 NEAR HERE> 
Elsewhere, in his communications with South African colleagues under apartheid, 
particularly, traversed the bounds of US foreign policy in complex ways. Y.G-M. Lulat has 
described the ‘contorted and contradictory’ approaches of both the Kennedy and Johnson 
administrations to South Africa in the 1960s: symbolic gestures, anti-racist rhetoric and 
limited embargos disguised the fact that the US could not, and would not, impose full 
economic sanctions on the South African government for fear of compromising their access 
to South Africa’s rich natural resources and facilitating Communist inroads into an unstable 
region.81 Ultimately, while Kennedy, in particular, viewed racism as ‘anachronistic’, ‘deeply 
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irrational’, and an affront to his modernist sensibilities, his consummate pragmatism ensured 
that ‘immediate strategic and economic interests dominated over such abstract notions as 
self-determination and political freedom.’82 Across the middle years of the twentieth century, 
successive government administrations faced strong domestic pressure to support the end of 
European imperialism and of apartheid; they also harbored continued anxiety about the 
damage that charges of American racism caused in terms of international prestige.83 Yet for 
reasons of expediency and practicality, these governments continued to communicate on 
economic, political and cultural levels with their South African counterparts.84 Interestingly, 
at NMNH, in part for similar reasons of expediency and practicality, Gibson also continued 
to rely on established connections with contacts in South Africa, ignoring any moral concerns 
he may have harbored about apartheid in that country.85 Indeed, although many of the echoes 
between the inevitable pragmatism that hampered the more progressive elements of the 
museum’s decolonization and the US government’s limited support of independence and 
justice for black Africa seem coincidental, it is worth emphasizing the point that had the US 
government set a precedent by taking a firmer stand against apartheid South Africa, then 
Gibson, as an individual and as a government employee, would have been more likely to 
have done so too.  
Ultimately, however, while the government administrations involved worked hard to 
hide the most unsavory aspects of their complex relationship with European colonialism in 
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Africa, and even harder to repair the damage that international coverage of US racism caused 
to the nation’s reputation,86 the galleries curated by Gibson (and designed and approved by a 
range of other actors at the Smithsonian) were expressly intended for public view. Following 
World War II, African-American interest groups had been vocal in their support for the end 
of empire in Africa, and critical of US involvement in the continuing European presence on 
the continent. By 1967, when the Africa galleries formally opened to the public, Black Power, 
with its emphasis on African independence and an international ‘black consciousness’, was 
gaining great political momentum. It is perhaps therefore surprising that the NMNH’s 
displays, with their key tropes of African savagery and pre-industry, and their emphasis on 
isolated, static cultures, seem to have escaped criticism from local African-American and 
liberal communities.87 Indeed, beyond the Washington Post article cited above, there was 
little coverage of the new gallery; black newspapers such as Jet, Ebony and the Afro-
American in Baltimore and Washington, D.C., did not comment on its inauguration.88 
Gibson’s files include only two complaints from the public dated to the years immediately 
following the gallery’s opening: one suggested the racism inherent in showing a series of 
slides depicting African people followed by a close up of a gorilla, and another, penned by 
Legrand H. Clegg of the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History, the African-
American Research Associates and the Washington Task Force on African Affairs, criticized 
the distinction made in the galleries between ancient Egyptians (presumed white) and other 
Africans.89 William Walker suggests that ‘fears of racial bias’ and a sense that the exhibits 
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‘did not have any relevance to their lives’ kept African-American audiences away from a 
museum ostensibly dedicated to natural history, and that they headed instead to the recently 
opened Anacostia Neighborhood Museum, also run by the Smithsonian Institution, where the 
experiences of African Americans were considered in some detail.90 Yet the limited criticism 
may also demonstrate both the apathy and the ingrained nature of primitivist, homogenizing 
stereotypes regarding African cultures amongst museum audiences as well as curators and 
designers at this time, including those who were African American and liberal.91 Intractable 
prejudices and bias, particularly about sub-Saharan Africans, perpetuated in advertisements 
and film throughout the 1950s and 1960s, were difficult to escape.92 Despite an earlier focus 
on internationalism and anti-colonialism, by the 1960s, anxieties over potential charges of 
communism, and concerns that a global outlook might detract from the struggle on US soil, 
had led major organizations within the Civil Rights movement to domesticate their fight.93 
Indeed, some of the romantic images of ‘Africa’ that fuelled the transnationalism of more 
radical Black Power philosophies did not necessarily clash with those displayed at the 
NMNH.94  
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************** 
How could it be that the countries of South Asia and Africa were subject to such varying 
forms of decolonized museum practice during the same period of time? We may tentatively 
point to some of the possible reasons for these discrepancies by again projecting the 
decolonization of the museum onto the decolonization of the world map: the most promising 
clues lie in the differences between the colonization process of the countries concerned, and 
in the trajectories of their independence.  
Knez’s relationships with his colleagues in India and Pakistan are indicative both of 
the cultural infrastructure established by the British before 1947 and the maturity of the 
Indian and Pakistani nation states by 1959. Mookerjee, Haqvi of the National Museum of 
Pakistan, and many of Knez’s other correspondents in universities and museums on the 
Indian subcontinent had been educated in the UK and were now working in institutions that 
had either been set up by the British before independence, or were responding directly to an 
enduring imperial legacy of cultural preservation and classification. This is not to say that 
these individuals and institutions were not ‘Indian’ or ‘Pakistani’, but that because of the 
recent history of museums and anthropological studies in the region, there was, in the middle 
years of the twentieth century, a common cultural and institutional vocabulary that Knez and 
his contacts were able to speak. Indian scholars were present at all levels of the cultural 
industries prior to independence, so not only had they ‘learned the ropes’ (and constructed 
them in various ways) but by 1947, and certainly by 1959, there existed a mature, solid 
infrastructure that Knez could draw upon. Crucially, the people who made up this 
infrastructure were also able to draw on Knez and the Smithsonian to support their own 
agendas.  
                                                                                                                                                  
slightly earlier period: some considered ‘Africans to be blood brothers’; others ‘felt no such ties’ (Meriwether, 
Proudly We Can Be Africans: Black Americans and Africa, 1935-1961, 2). 
Claire Wintle, ‘Decolonizing the Smithsonian: Museums as Microcosms of Political 
Encounter’, American Historical Review, 121(4), 2016, forthcoming. 
 31 
Conversely, the legacy of European colonialism, particularly in Southern Africa, 
influenced Gibson’s practice in similar ways, but with differing outcomes: the organization 
and circumstances of the white settler colonies during colonialism meant that in some cases 
the only institutions that Gibson could engage with were run by whites.95 Even after 
independence, the transfer of power in cultural institutions like museums was not immediate. 
Interestingly, in one case where Gibson did make contact with a potential consultant in 
Liberia through a colleague at the University of Nevada, he found the experience limited: 
when asked about the function of Gbetu masks among the Gola and other peoples of 
Northern Liberia, Jangaba Johnson, a Research Officer at the Liberian Information Service, 
responded curtly, and with hostility. By way of explanation, Gibson’s colleague in Nevada 
commented that ‘The letter is a fine example of the “Don’t say nothin if you’re asked”- 
department of Liberian dealings with foreigners curious about secret societies.’96  
Inevitably, the divergent professional histories of Knez and Gibson also provide some 
explanation of the differences in their approaches: Knez’s earlier employment in the USIS 
and in US embassies in Asia had equipped him with an understanding of US foreign policy 
objectives and introduced him to many of the possibilities for cultural exchange and practical 
assistance that he used in curating the galleries. Knez clearly drew on this knowledge in ways 
that Gibson was not able to. Further, while Knez had spent time working alongside Korean 
and Japanese professionals in his former roles, as an academic anthropologist working in the 
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1950s and 1960s, for Gibson, black Africans tended to be cast as his ‘subjects’ rather than as 
his colleagues. While Knez studied at a school that focused upon ‘Citizenship and Public 
Affairs’, during Gibson’s fieldwork he was supported by organizations in Southern Africa 
that were strongly influenced by the racist legacy of colonial physical anthropology.97  
Moreover, as suggested above, popular forms of socio-evolutionary theory still 
clearly pervaded the representations of Africa that circulated in the US. While India, Pakistan 
and other Asian countries were subject to their own sets of complex and often pernicious 
stereotypes, acknowledgement of the rich and ancient cultural traditions of Asia and the ‘wily 
intelligence’ of its peoples apparently elevated them beyond ‘Africa’ as a backward seat of 
nature.98 While the Civil Rights movement in the US and liberation campaigns in Africa had 
made great strides by this time, deeply ingrained assumptions about both African-Americans 
and the capacity of black Africans for self-rule continued to infuse popular opinion and 
government policy in the US throughout the 1960s and 1970s.99 By the 1960s, India and 
Pakistan in particular were firmly understood as individual nation states with discreet 
national characteristics; at the same moment, while many African nations were still 
formulating their own borders and national identities, in the US, images of Africa as a 
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homogenous, ‘dark’ continent continued to dominate.100 These perspectives inevitably 
filtered through to the galleries’ designs and reception.  
The relationship between US museum practice and decolonization thus emerges as a 
complex one. The NMNH was inflected by political structures and shifts both in terms of the 
cultures that were presented and in the ways that they were represented. Despite the 
assumption that Anglo-American museum practices lagged behind geopolitical shifts and 
academic anthropology in the twentieth century, here they are shown to have responded with 
dynamism to the political and social effects of decolonization in ways which both supported 
the US rhetoric of anti-imperialism and self-determination, and sustained the reality of 
government activities. In some ways the museum acted as an agent of decolonization in the 
sense that the reflection, selection and experimentation involved in designing the new 
galleries required those involved to negotiate and articulate their positions on independence, 
nationalism, neo-colonialism and Cold War agendas. Whether the Smithsonian ‘decolonized’ 
in line with our current understanding of museum best practice, or even according to wider 
conceptions of decolonization as constituting ‘the end of empire’, is a grey area, but perhaps 
the fact that the professional activities of Knez and Gibson trod a fine line between liberal 
collaboration and neo-imperial primitivism reveals much about the complex, contradictory 
and incomplete nature of decolonization as a process. Arguably, the muted public responses 
to the galleries at NMNH, and Gibson’s continued engagement with the colonial frameworks 
that had dominated nineteenth and early-twentieth-century museum practice, are evidence of 
the denial, disavowal and stasis that form central components of decolonization. Indeed, the 
dominant use of the term ‘decolonization’ in Museum Studies to refer to progressive, 
postcolonial museum policies and activities perhaps also requires rethinking; while there has 
been much careful critique of contemporary museum work that seeks to counter histories of 
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imperialism, there is as yet little consideration of the more conservative aspects of 
decolonization as a wider political and economic phenomenon in current conceptions of the 
‘decolonization of museum practice’.101 
Investigating museums in this period is also a useful exercise in examining the 
complexity of the colonizer/colonized binary often retained in a post-independence frame.102 
Knez and Gibson are evidence of the different approaches held even within single institutions: 
their personalities and educations influenced their practice in addition to the wider socio-
political frameworks described above. Here too, we see the differing experiences of 
decolonizing nations revealed in the practicalities of curating: the modes of imperialism and 
decolonization, and the cultural and intellectual frameworks harnessed by emerging nations, 
are evidenced in the displays and collections of the West. Finally, the suggestion that it was 
not until the 1980s that the peoples of the Global South and the former colonies were able to 
influence the presentation of their cultures in the wider world is reframed here. 
Decolonization may have been infused with imperialism, but it was led from the periphery 
too. 
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